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about fourteen thousand. They had great influence
and owned large estates. Al-Nasir entrusted them with
most important posts in the army and in the govern-
ment, and forced the noble Arabs and the chiefs of
tribes to respect them. Such a policy found, on the
other hand, its echo in the palaces of Baghdad. We
do not propose to enter into the details of this policy
which was a danger to Islam and its empires whether in
Baghdad, Cairo or Cordova, But it can be said that
it was one of the most important causes of the decline
of the power of the Arabs, the fall of the authority of
the Caliphate and the breaking up of its wide Empires
into small states and local governments.

It was not astonishing therefore to see the ports
and islands of the Mediterranean becoming great
centres of slave trade, particularly in the ninth and
tenth centuries A.D. At that time wars were raging
between the Abbaside and the Byzantine Empire and,
at the same time, between the Byzantine Empire and
its - neighbours on the east and west. The Arabs took
possession of most of the islands of the Mediterranean,
and the Arab seamen acquired great reputation. They
made the island of Crete as the base from which they
sailed and in which they anchored, and the ports of
the island and those of Egypt and Syria were crowded
with the vessels of the adventurer corsairs who roamed
in this sea seeking spoils. They invaded the shores of
the Christian countries, particularly the ports of
the Italian republics and of the Byzantine Empire,
and returned to their homes laden with spoils
and captives. They sold thousands of slaves to the
merchants of Egypt and Syria, who penetrated with
their trade to the furthest ends of Africa and Asia.
The greatest incursion of this sort was that of the
Muslim sailors led by Ghulam Zarafa (Leo of